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ABSTRACT 

Algeria is caught in a stalled political transition. In 1991, the ancien regime, 
lacking credibility in a time of crisis, was forced to open the political system to opposition 
groups. However, because the regime was unprepared for any substantial transfer of 
power, the electoral victory of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) led to a military coup, 
and a civil war pitting radical Islamists against a authoritarian regime. 

Algeria’s conflict has ramifications that travel far beyond its borders. Europe 
states rely upon Algerian natural gas for their energy needs, and are fearful of the impact 
of Islamic revivalism on their security situations. The result has been strong European 
support for the military regime, leading Algeria’s radical Islamists to identify European 
states as co-belligerents. 

Since neither the Algerian military nor the Islamic radicals have the might to 
achieve a military victory, the conflict can only be resolved through a political settlement. 

To protect its interests in North Africa, the West must ensure that the settlement offers the 
ability to participate to every political faction willing to forswear political violence. 

Endorsing the Platform of Rome, and accepting political Islam as a facet of civil society is 
the only way to bring peace to Algeria. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



In 1991 Algeria was on the verge of a democratic transition. The state’s economic 
distress had produced a series of riots that cost the government a great deal of legitimacy. For its 
own survival, the ruling National Liberation Front (FLN) had little choice but to liberalize the 
political system Events culminated in December 1991, when following the installation of a new 
constitution, Algeria held the first national multi-party election since its independence from France 
in 1962. Unfortunately, the democratic process was stillborn. Democratization was supposed to 
be a tool through which the FLN could regain its legitimacy, and the ruling elites had not 
envisioned the possibility of any real transfer of power. Thus, when the religious-based Islamic 
Salvation Front (FIS) overwhelmingly defeated the ruling FLN, the army forced President Chadli 
Benjedid to resign, and seized power in a bloodless coup. When Islamic groups protested this 
illegal usurpation of power the new regime arrested its leaders and granted extraordinary 
freedoms to the state’s security apparatus under the pretext of maintaining order. Islamic-initiated 
violence soon emerged, and Algeria’s experiment with democracy deteriorated into a bloody civil 
war. In the interim five years more than 50,000 people have died in this conflict. 

Algeria’s stalled transition carries ramifications that go far beyond the state’s borders. For 
economic and political reasons, European states feel an Islamic Algeria would be a threat to their 
security. The Mediterranean states rely upon Algerian natural gas for its energy needs, while the 
entire continent fears the influx of refugees they expect to accompany the installation of an Islamic 
government. Thus Europe has been a significant factor during the course of the war. The 
economic and political support provided by key European countries has been instrumental in 
helping the military to resist domestic pressure. 
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During this period, the military became somewhat dependent upon this assistance. Since 
the government lacked electoral legitimacy, it needed the infusion of capital to maintain its hold 
on the people in light of the strong societal push. The relationship between the Algerian military 
and its European sponsors is one of symbiotic dependency. The military needs European support 
to survive, while Europe needs the military to stay in control to preserve the economic 
arrangement and prevent an exodus of refugees. 

By 1995 however, four years of continual conflict had begun to affect the unity of 
Algeria’s European supporters. Bosnia and the economic development of Eastern Europe were 
increasingly more important to the nations of Northern and Central Europe. When the FIS 
reached a national pact with the secular political opposition, the European coalition was in danger 
of collapsing. To persuade the international community to continue to fund its campaign against 
the Islamists, the Algeria military would have to establish its right to rule. 

Thus in 1995, the military held elections for the Algerian presidency. The victor was 
retired General Liamine Zeroual, who had served as the junta’s leader since 1993. However, 
while international observers declared the election to be fairly administered, it was far from free 
and its mandate was suspect. The FIS was banned from participating while its secular coalition 
partners refused to validate the legitimization of military rule. Political parties representing more 
than 80% of the electoral vote in the 1991 election failed to participate. Domestically there is a 
strong possibility that the vote was a protest against the deterioration of Algeria instead of an 
endorsement of military rule. Since the campaign’s conclusion, the government has attempted to 
use its renewed international legitimacy to force the secular opposition to accept its plan for 
political equilibration while suppressing the FIS. 
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The government’s plan is unlikely to succeed because it seeks to reinstate the old political 
system, which makes Europe’s decision to support the regime questionable. Islam still has a 
strong hold on Algerian society and continued government suppression of the politically based 
FIS will not alter this arrangement. What it will affect however, is the balance between the 
moderate and the radical wing of the Islamic movement. Since the FIS is unable to achieve power 
through democracy and cooperation, the government’s attempt to reinstitute the previous 
arrangement between state and society will only lead to increased support for the militant 
Islamists like the Armed Islamic Group (GIA). 

As this thesis demonstrates, the FIS was always a moderate Islamic voice in Algeria, and 
its suppression only led to the further radicalization of the religious opposition. Europe opposed 
the democratic installation of an Islamic regime on its periphery for security reasons. However, as 
the commonplace assassination of European nationals in Algeria, and the summer 1995 Paris 
subway bombings demonstrate, this policy has actually increased Europe’s security risks. 

Europe must balance its long term interests against its short term needs. The only path 
that offers a chance for the conflict’s resolution is the national pact reached by the FIS and 
Algeria’s secular opposition in January 1995. The Platform of Rome committed signatories 
representing more than 85% percent of the electorate to a democratic Algeria. However, its 
proponents were unable to persuade the international community to cease support for the military 
government. France and its allies refused to approve any plan that offered a role for a political 
Islamic regime on its borders. Meanwhile, the United States has been reluctant to interfere in 
what it perceives to be Southern Europe’s hegemonic sphere. The result of the international 
community’s stance will be the continued deterioration of Algerian society, and the strengthening 
of the radical Islamic movement. In this lies the irony. Southern Europe backs the military 
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because it opposes any equilibration that offers a role for political Islam due to the fear of the 
resultant impact on domestic security. However, denying political Islam the ability to function as 
a part of civil society only strengthens the capabilities of the radical Islamists like the GIA that can 
bring Europe’s fears to fruition. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 



In most countries the state has its army, but in Algeria the army has its state 

-Mohammed Harbi 1 

A. ALGERIA AT THE CROSSROADS 

In 1962, following a long and bloody struggle, the young revolutionaries of the 
National Liberation Front (FLN) won Algeria’s independence from France. Promising to 
reverse a century of European domination, the revolutionary leadership struck a bargain 
with society in which the populace ceded its right for open political participation in return 
for efficacious rule. By the mid 1980s, this social contract was in jeopardy. The socialist 
dreams of the revolutionary leadership had given way to a bloated and parasitic state. 
Thirty years of inept rule had created a large gap between state and civil society. The 
general population viewed the FLN as an authoritarian elite that divided the state’s spoils 
amongst itself to the detriment of society. Furthermore, sixty percent of the populace had 
been bom after the nation’s independence. Thus, the government could no longer rely 
upon its wartime mystique as a basis for legitimacy. In the rentier state Algeria had 
become, government survival was based solely on the ability to deliver goods and services. 

When a worldwide recession hit in the mid 1980’s, the international price of gas 
and oil dropped precipitously. The shock of this event had long term repercussions for 
Algeria. Oil and gas revenues provided the vast majority of the state’s export revenue. 
When prices dropped, the state’s elites were unable to maintain the patronage networks 

1 Quoted in Robert Mortimer. “Algeria: The clash between Islam. Democracy, and the Military.” 
Current History. (January 1993) p. 37. 
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that supported the party. To maintain their position, ruling elites would have to formulate 
a new basis for their rule. As Yahia Zoubir notes, “In order to survive, ruling elites 
decided to open the political system, making it easier to control the social and political 
movements opposed to them than would have been possible through sheer repression. ”2 
This was the motivation behind President Chadli Benjedid’s decision to allow open and 
democratic elections for the first time in Algeria’s history. If the ruling elites could use the 
democratic process to regain their legitimacy, then they could successfully withstand 
societal demands. 

Unfortunately for the government, democratization in Algeria produced 
unexpected results. Factionalization within the FLN and unanticipated societal strength 
brought the real possibility that control of the national government could pass from the 
FLN to the newly formed Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). This transfer of power was too 
much for the military to accept. As one of the nation’s most secular and Franco-phone 
institutions, the army would not accept any government that threatened its special place in 
Algeria. Islamic rule would have meant its demise. Thus, “the army, which had declared 
itself the guardian of democracy and modernity. . .moved directly and forcefully into the 
political arena, removing Benjedid in January 1992 and worked behind a civilian facade to 
restore the presence, authority, and legitimacy of the state. ”3 The President’s term would 

^ Yahia Zoubir. “The Painful Transition From Authoritarianism in Algeria.” Arab Studies 
Quarterly. (Vol. 15 no 3 Summer 1993) p. 84. 

3 Azzedine Layachi. “Algeria: Reinstating the State or Instating a Civil Society.” in William 
Zartman, ed. Collapsed States: The Disintegration and Restoration of Legitimate Authority. 
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1995): 182. 
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be completed by an army-dominated High State Council (HCE), while the government 
attempted to find a way to liberalize the country with no actual transfer of power. 
Meanwhile, the military tried and imprisoned the FIS’s leadership on charges ranging from 
inciting riots to high treason. 4 

With their leadership imprisoned, and their electoral victory denied, it was not long 
before the Islamic supporters of the FIS responded with violence. When the government 
responded in kind, Algeria began to spin out of control. Radical groups aligned with the 
cause, but not under the control of either side, quickly emerged. Paramilitary death 
squads and the Armed Islamic Group (GIA) attacked each other’s sponsors, and civilians 
alike. In the last four years, more than fifty thousand Algerians have been killed. In the 
words of Azzedine Layachi, “Algeria’s authority and legitimacy diminished. . .to the point 
where the state was nearing collapse.”^ 

1. European Concerns 

The possibility of state collapse in Algeria had repercussions that spread well 
beyond its borders. Since the be ginnin g of the modem historical era, Europe and North 
Africa have been inexorably linked. From the establishment of trade routes during the 
Middle Ages to the colonial development of the 19th century, events in one region had a 
strong impact on the other. The growing concerns of the modem world make this 
relationship even more important. In addition to its oil wealth, Algeria possesses the 

4 Alfred Hermida. “Verdicts that please no one.” Middle East International. (24 July 1992) p. 12. 
^ Layachi: 171. 
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world’s fourth largest natural gas reserves. 6 The need is so great, that two trans- 
Mediterranean pipelines were built to directly ship the gas from Algeria to the consumer 
nations. In addition to its traditional patron, France, Algeria supplies energy to Portugal, 
Spain, Italy, and Germany. Significantly, it provides somewhere between fifteen and 
twenty percent of Italy’s and Spain’s energy needs. By the turn of the century, Algerian 
gas will meet nearly thirty percent of Southern Europe’s energy needs. 7 

In addition to a possible loss of inexpensive natural gas, European states feel that 
state collapse in Algeria would produce a flood of unwanted and unabsorbable refugees. 
This mass of humanity would strain European resources, drain its coffers, and provide a 
foothold for radical Islam within the secular boundaries of Europe. Southern European 
states, led by France, have expended a considerable amount of time and money propping 
up the Algerian military regime. The costs generated by the societal disintegration, or the 
emergence of an Islamic state on Europe’s periphery were too high not to be involved. 

2. The American Perspective 

Throughout the conflict, the United States has been content to follow Europe’s 
lead with regard to Algeria. While a number of private firms have commercial interests, 
the United States has no strong economic concerns or treaty obligations to enforce. Thus, 
it has been willing to support European policy. When asked, it has agreed to restructure 

6 United States Department of Energy. “Algeria: General Background.” [http://www. 
eia.doe.gov/emeu/cabs/Algeria.html] 

7 Warren True. “Trans-Med expansion nears start-up; Maghreb line nears construction.” Oil and 
Gas Journal. (Jan 17, 1994) p. 51. 
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its share of Algeria’s foreign debt, or to support additional loans out of loyalty to its 
European allies. While it has called on Algeria’s military to negotiate a settlement with the 
FIS, it has refrained from applying any real pressure. 

3. Validity of International Policies 

With regard to the Algerian conflict, there is a great deal of question as to whether 
the international response is adequate and appropriate. The international community has 
consistently professed neutrality, and called for a political resolution to the conflict. 
However, key states have been quite willing to follow the French lead in granting military 
and economic support to the junta. In light of such hypocrisy, there is little wonder as to 
why Islamic militants began to attack European targets. 

B. METHODOLOGY 

The following six chapters will examine the current Algerian political situation. 
They will show how the current stalemate between the military, its Islamic opponents, and 
civil society has produced a stalemate that prevents successful equilibration, and discuss 
the effects on European security. The thesis will commence with a historical overview of 
the nature of the relationship between state and society in Algeria. Building upon William 
Quandt’s theory of revolutionary leadership, Chapter II will explore the flaws in the FLN’s 
social contract that led to the party’s political demise in 1991. The Chapter will 
demonstrate how manipulation of the delicate balance of power amongst the FLN’s 
political, bureaucratic, and military wings led to the current crisis. Furthermore, this 
chapter explains why society embraced the FIS above equally qualified secular parties 
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when the political system was liberalized. With this accomplished, it will discuss the 
motivations for military intervention and the subsequent civil war. 

Chapter III will discuss the leadership, motivations, and organizational structure of 
the Islamic opposition in Algeria. I will argue that the true nature of the FIS has been 
misinterpreted in light of the military conflict. I intend to show that the FIS was in fact, 
the moderate wing of the Islamic movement, and could play an important role in settling 
the Algerian crisis in a manner favorable to Western interests. Significantly, the chapter 
will show how government suppression of a loyal political movement led to the 
radicalization of its followers. In Algeria, the prohibition of the FIS produced the armed 
groups that threaten stability today. Despite the claims of the Algerian government, these 
groups have little if any direct linkage to the politically-based FIS. The chapter will 
further demonstrate the price to be paid as continued suppression of the FIS strengthens 
the radical opposition. 

With this accomplished, Chapter IV will discuss European fears and motivations 
with to regard to Islam and Algerian politics. It will explain why key European trading 
partners have been unwavering in their support of the military regime and explore the 
nature of the symbiotic relationship between Algeria and Southern Europe. Algeria’s 
military government would have been unable to resist the Islamic militants without the 
international legitimacy and financial assistance conferred upon it by European states. At 
the same time, Europe is extremely reliant upon Algeria for its energy needs, and would 
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oppose any regime change that threatened its access. The chapter will also discuss the 
domestic political concerns raised in Southern Europe as a result of the ongoing crisis. 

Chapter V looks at civil society’s failed attempt at political resolution of the 
conflict. Although the government rejected the proposal outright, the national conference 
of 1995 offered the best hope for political equilibration in Algeria. Under the auspices of 
San ‘Egidio, a Catholic lay organization, Algeria’s major secular political parties set aside 
their differences and joined with the FIS in creating a plan for democratization and respect 
for individual rights. I will use the political transformation theories of Juan Linz, 
Guillermo O’Donnell and others to explain why this framework still offers the best chance 
for resolving Algeria’s problems. 

Chapter VI explores the Algerian military’s attempt to equilibrate the political 
system in a way that benefits its own institutional needs. It will show how the division of 
power amongst the military leadership resulted in vacillating policies during the civil 
conflict, and discusses what that means for Algeria’s future. I will argue that the current 
military-sponsored plan for national recon ciliation is likely to fail. The 1995 presidential 
elections brought a considerable amount of legitimacy to the regime. However, post- 
election behavior indicates that the government believes it can rebuild Algeria’s political 
system by co-opting secular opposition parties while suppressing the FIS. There is scant 
evidence to suggest that this course of action would be successful. If the FIS is not 
allowed to participate in Algerian politics, the Islamic movement is likely to fall under the 
domination of the armed groups that had laid waste to Algeria over the past four years. 
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In Chapter VII, the motivations of the key political actors will be summarized, and 
the thesis will switch toward an exploration of European security costs should Algeria’s 
government fail. I will argue that Algeria’s ability to co-opt civil society is based upon the 
financial resources and legitimacy granted by the international community. As such, 
further radicalization of the Islamic movement is likely to lead to more violent activities in 
Europe, and increased targeting of European interests in Algeria. The chapter will argue 
that this can be prevented if the international community directs its support toward civil 
society instead of toward the government. Southern Europe is willing to prop up the 
military regime because these states believe the military’s demise will produce cataclysmic 
short term costs. It behooves objective observers such as the United States to 
demonstrate how the San ‘Egidio pact will help to defray the results. If the flawed 
political equilibration goes forward, the continued decay of Algeria will have a tremendous 
effect on European security. Europe opposes an Islamic Algeria because of the perceived 
economic and social costs it would bring. The irony is that supporting Algeria’s 
government instead of civil society is more likely to bring these fears to fruition. 
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II. THE ROOTS OF THE SECOND REVOLUTION 



A. THE ARMY TAKES POWER 

On 1 1 January 1992, Algeria’s top military leadership forced President Chadli 
Benjedid to resign and seized power in a bloodless coup. Algeria’s first experiment with 
democracy had not been to their liking. The elections intended to restore the legitimacy of 
the ruling National Liberation Front (FLN) had instead produced an overwhelming upset 
by the religious-based Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). Since any true regime change would 
have drastically altered the military’s relationship to the government, democratization was 
a threat to be opposed. Its implementation would have threatened the military’s 
institutional interests. 

The army suspended the 1989 constitution in favor of martial law and a military- 
dominated. ‘High State Council’ (HCE). One of this body’s first decrees was the 
reinstatement of the dreaded mukhabarat , or state security apparatus which had been 
dismantled during the democratic transition. The result was the rapid suppression of the 
normative channels of societal discontent that had emerged during the latter part of 
Benjedid’s reign. The media was tightly controlled, and only official government stories 
could be printed. If independent newspapers sought to undertake their own investigations, 
their employees were subject to government harassment, and the paper could be shut 
down. Dissenting political parties were also suppressed. The FIS was banned outright, 
and other political parties were subject to military harassment when they failed to comply 
with the HCE’s demands. 
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In light of this suppression, the emergence of societal-based violence was 
predictable. Within six months of his return from a self-imposed thirty year exile, the 
regime’s interim president, Mohammed Boudiaf, became the first pohtical casualty of the 
second Algerian revolution. State officials, foreigners, and the populace at large, have 
become all too frequent targets in what threatened to be a second Algerian revolution. In 
the interim five years at least 50,000 people have died. 

Throughout this period, the military rarely attempted to settle the dispute by 
anything other than military means. Secular pohtical parties were accepted only when they 
supported military pohcy, and the Islamic pohtical opposition was treated as if they were 
criminals. In November 1995, the military stood for Presidential elections in order to 
shore up flagging international support. Retired General Liaime Zeroual, who had led the. 
military government for the past three years, won with slightly more than 60 percent of the 
vote. International observers declared the election to be free and fair, and voter turnout 
was placed above 70 percent. However, while the announced margin of victory was much 
more realistic than most states in the Arab world, any claim to an end to the conflict would 
be suspect. Despite the presence of international observers, the election was far from free. 
The four candidates participating in the election were selected by the military; the FIS was 
officially banned, and a number of mainstream pohtical parties boycotted the entire 
procedure. As a result, the vote might have been a signal that society was tired of the 
conflict instead of an indication of support for government pohcy. 
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The success or failure of the military's efforts to impose stability has implications 
that go far beyond its borders. The military government survived largely on the basis on 
the economic and political support it was provided by European nations. However, while 
supporting the military government may have assisted European short term interests, it 
almost certainly has hurt their long term interests. The longer the military suppresses the 
Islamists, the more tenuous the hold the Islamist political leadership has on the militants. 

If the Algerian political system is not stabilized, the result will be more acts of terrorism 
against European targets, and an Islamic government that is truly hostile to Europe. 

B. THE NATURE OF STATE AND SOCIETY IN ALGERIA 

What can account for the military’s behavior? In the three year period (1989- 
1992) between the implementation of the new constitution and the first round of elections, 
Algeria’s transition appeared to be a model worthy of emulation. The monolithic state had 
placed itself on a fast track toward democracy. It had allowed other parties to form in 
opposition to the FLN and had liberalized restrictions on the media and individual rights to 
the point where people were allowed to freely express their opinions. Algeria was on the 
verge of democratization, and President Chadli Benjedid appeared to be committed to 
change. 

However, Benjedid’s co mmi tment did not equate to party commitment; there were 
serious divisions in the FLN with regard to democracy, and the nature of the party’s 
development prevented Benjedid from acquiring the ability to control internal dissenters. 
To understand the impetus for democratization, and the military’s ability to resist, it is 
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necessary to understand the relationship between state and society in Algeria since 
independence. 

1. Formation of Party and Government 
a. The 1962 Revolution 

After eight years of bloody war, Algeria won its independence from France 
in 1962. Building upon the work of previous movements, the National Liberation Front 
(FLN), had raised the stakes to the point where France, under the leadership of Charles De 
Gaulle, was willing to cut its losses and withdraw. However, the new state was not 
without problems. The joy of independence was tempered by the monumental task of 
rebuilding all that had been destroyed. 

Eight years of open combat had left Algeria economically and socially 
devastated. Out of a prewar population of 15 million, more than 1 million Algerians were 
dead, while another 1.8 million were refugees. ^ Additionally, Algerian independence 
meant the departure of the colons, which had vehemently resisted independence. In light 
of their past behavior, these settlers felt the government would not protect their interests 
or property. Thus, within the first year of independence, almost 1 million European 
nationals left for France. Any political benefit received from the departure of the landlords 
was far outweighed by the resultant social and economic costs. The mass migration meant 
the loss of most of Algeria’s skilled labor and capital. As John Ruedy writes ‘Departing 
colons methodically and vindictively destroyed libraries, hospitals, government buildings, 

8 John Ruedy, Modem Algeria: The Origins and Development of a Nation. (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1992) p.190. 
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factories, machinery, and whatever else was within their reach that they could not take 
with them ,” 9 Algeria was independent, but economically destitute. 

With such difficulties ahead, the FLN decided that democracy was a luxury 
that Algeria could ill afford. This system was divisive and wasteful while Algeria had 
serious problems that needed to be addressed. To the FLN’s leadership, competition 
wasted time and resources, both of which were it short supply. Instead, Algeria would be 
a socialist nation under the aegis of the FLN. 

b. Elite Formation Within the FLN 

After eight years of war however, “the FLN had become a segmented 
structure consisting of numerous competing and often hostile subgroups. Some semblance 
of a common front remained, but only at the price of tacitly recognizing that inter-elite 
conflicts could not be resolved until independence was achieved .” 10 The primary goals 
for the majority of the combatant commands were modernization and national 
independence. Islam was an organizing tool of the revolution, but not its focal point. The 
main goal was simply an end to French rule. As leading Algerian analyst John Entelis 
notes, in this respect, the Algerian conflict was more of a ‘war’ than a ‘social revolution.’: 
“The battle was fought by men united in hardly anything except the common objective of 



9 Ibid, p. 186. 

10 William Quandt, Revolution and Political Leadership: Algeria, 1954-1968. (Cambridge: The 
M.I.T. Press, 1969) p. 126. 
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their hatred - the European settlers. The war of hideous and singularly intimate brutality 
served to avenge the trauma of colonialization.” 1 ! 

Following the war, three major groups emerged to compete for party 
dominance: the Willaya commands, which had fought the urban guerrilla war; the army of 
the frontier, which had staged actions from Morocco and Tunisia; and the provisional 
government, which had represented the movement abroad. As William Quandt notes, 
matters were further complicated by “. . . a backlog of distrust and conflict . . . independ- 
ence merely brought the opportunity to settle accounts that had lain dormant because of 
the overriding goal of maintaining a facade of unity.” ^ These three groups and their 
institutional distrust would be the driving force in Algerian politics for the next three 
decades. 

Between the June 1962 Congress and the installation of the first 
government in September, the three main groups positioned themselves to determine 
which would emerge on top. It is interesting to note that at independence, there was 
already a gap between the state’s elites and the society they represented. The general 
populace was more concerned with finding separated family members and rebuilding their 
lives than with settling political disputes. The fate of the nation rested with the state’s 
elites. 



1 * John Entelis, Algeria: The Revolution Institutionalized. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1986) 

P-57. 

*2 Quandt, p.148. 
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At times, the dialogue amongst the three groups became extremely 

fractious. However, disputes rarely resulted in bloodshed. There seemed to be a tacit 

agreement after eight years of war that open hostilities amongst Algerians would lead to 

the disintegration of the state before it came into existence. As Quandt writes: 

The fact that physical liquidation was rarely used among the top ehtes 
testifies to the widely shared belief that violence of this type would quickly 
destroy any semblance of elite integration. Henceforth when capital punish- 
ments were carried out against prominent political or military leaders . . . 
considerable effort was expended to cloak the proceedings with an aura of 
legality. Assassination and execution did not become widely used methods 
of resolving elite conflicts. 1 3 

These minimal rules of political conflict allowed the various ehtes to agree 
to a balanced power sharing. Once the army of the frontier was assured a special place as 
the ‘guardian of the revolution,' it agreed to support a government formed by the political 
wing of FLN. This gave politicians the leverage to exploit the disagreements amongst the 
various Willaya commanders. With the support of the army, the FLN could co-opt key 
Willaya commanders instead of dealing with the organization as a whole. However, this 
arrangement meant that the resultant political institutions were not formed by any type of 
formal political process; the government of President Ben Bella would be dependent upon 
the support of a coalition composed of factions that often violently disagreed with sharing 
power with each other. The only route to survival and development would be to play off 
the emerging elites amongst the Military, the Urban Revolutionaries ( Willayas ) and the 
Politicians (Intellectuals). 



13 Ibid, p 132. 
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Ben Bella survived for only three years before he was deposed in a 
bloodless coup by his Minster of Defense, Colonel Houari Boumedienne. In his attempt to 
gain autonomy for the political wing of the party, Ben Bella had failed to notice the 
changes in the factions that composed the military and the revolutionaries, as well as the 
creation of a new set of elites from the state bureaucracy. The triangle of party-state-army 
remained intact, but the absorption of the Willaya combatants into the increasing 
professional army meant that the scales between the military and the politicians were 
unevenly balanced. Furthermore, the transformation of the intellectual wing of the military 
into the state’s bureaucratic apparatus allowed the military to align with this faction 
against the government. In effect, Ben Bella had concentrated on balancing groups 
competing with each other and failed to account for collusion between factions seeking to 
overthrow the politicians. From 1965 onward Algerian politics would be under the strong 
influence of the military. 

2. Motives for State-Societal Discontent 1965-1989 

With the ‘iron triangle’ secure in its position, Boumedienne’s government began to 
enact the wide-sweeping social and economic changes that it felt would bring Algeria into 
the modem world. The export earnings from the nation’s large deposits of gas and oil 
would pay for the development of heavy industries, while collective farming of the vast 
tracts of land left fallow by the departed colons would provide sufficient crops for the 
nation to feed itself. During this development the government would provide for the 
material needs of the population in return for their acquiescence. In effect, “A ruling 
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bargain was struck by the leadership with the people at independence under which the 
populace gave up its rights to independent political activity in return for the state’s 
provision of social welfare.” 1 4 

If this had been limited to a brief period of intense development, the ramifications 
would not have been quite as severe. However, the maintenance of these policies for 
more than 20 years led to the formation of a pseudo-rentier state. With no opportunity to 
participate, and no legal forum for political dissent, the population’s support for the 
government would be dependent upon its ability to redistribute goods and services. When 
the state proved unable to deliver on these promises, the absence of the democratic 
structures made its links to the populace very tenuous. 

C. THE END OF THE SINGLE PARTY STATE 

This was Boumedienne’s political legacy when he died in 1979. Under his reign, 
the state had expanded its control on Algeria’s economy and the population’s personal 
freedoms at the price of democratic participation. In effect, he would build coalitions 
amongst state elites and buy off the general populace. As a result of his methods, 
Boumedienne’s death produced a major political crisis. The personification of rule that 
marked his regime threatened the balance of power amongst state elites, and as well as the 
factional control of the distribution networks and parastatals that garnered societal 
support. 



John Entelis, “State and Society in Transition.” State and Society in Algeria , John Entelis and 
Philip Naylor, ed. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1992) p. 1. 
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After a brief power struggle the FLN accepted the military’s nominee Col. Chadli 
Benjedid, the long time commander of the Western military district. However, Benjedid’s 
nomination did not result from the military’s admiration of his leadership or organizational 
abilities. As Robert Mortimer notes, “Benjedid was expected to be a relatively weak chief 
executive unlikely to dominate the power apparatus to the extent Boumedienne had.” 15 
Thus state and military elites would not have to worry about another Boumedienne 
limiting their actions. They could concentrate on maximizing personal gains to the 
detriment of society. During the first decade of Benjedid’s rule, the gap between state and 
society increased. 

When the worldwide recession of the early 1980’s came, Algeria was hit hard. 
Algeria had backed its industrial development on the exploitation of its gas and oil 
resources; nearly 95% of its export earnings came from this sector. A $1 change in the 
price per barrel of oil meant a loss of a $500 million in Algerian export revenue per year 
and during this recession, the price would fall by more than $4 per barrel. Oil revenues 
fell from $12.5 billion in 1985 to less than $8 billion in 1986. 16 Furthermore, the 
emphasis the government placed upon gas and oil development led it to reinvest profits 
into ventures that promised additional explorations. As a result, Algeria sorely neglected 
vital areas of its economy. In its effort to build heavy industry, the FLN neglected 

15 Robert Mortimer. “Islamists, Soldiers and Democrats: The Second Algerian 'Wax." Middle East 
Journal. (Winter 1996) p. 20. 

James Phillips. “The Threat of Revolutionary Islam in Algeria.” The Heritage Foundation 
Background Papers no. 1060. (November 9, 1995)p .3. 
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agriculture. Ben Bella’s vaunted plan to collectivize colon lands never came to fruition. 

Food crops were neglected so badly that by 1975 Algeria had transformed itself from a net 

exporter to an importer of foodstuffs. In addition, flawed negotiations had cost the state 

its access to the crucial American natural gas market, at a time when it needed a high cash 

flow to pay off development loans taken during the 1970’s. Instead the government was 

forced to sell to the Europeans at a greatly reduced rate. With such a catastrophic loss in 

revenue, some type of structural readjustment was necessary. The state could no longer 

afford to offer the high subsidies it provided for basic consumer commodities. The 

recession meant an end to revenue sharing. 

The end of subsidization meant the demise of the unwritten contract between the 

government and the people. Since the government was unable to provide for the people’s. 

basic needs, a strong sense of discontent began to develop, especially since per capita 

income had already fallen more than 18 percent between 1985 and 1991. I 7 The end to 

subsidies also served to highlight the vast differences between the elites and the people 

that had developed over more than 20 years of FLN rule. As John Entelis writes: 

Algeria’s economic polarization was such that only 5 percent of the population 
was earning 45 percent of the national income, whereas another 50 percent 
was earning less than 22 percent of national income. Members of the party 
elite enjoyed privileged access to foreign capital and goods, were ensured 
positions at the head of state owned enterprises, and benefited from corrupt 
management of state-owned goods and services. The masses suffered from 
the increasing reforms and economic austerity in the mid to late 1980s. . The 
FLN had lost legitimacy in the eyes of the masses. 18 

17 Ibid, p. 3. 

1^ John Entelis. “Government in Algeria.” Area Handbook - Algeria, Grace Morton, ed. 
(Washington: U.S. GPO, 1995) p. 196. 
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The FLN’s call for loyalty on the basis of its role in the revolution fell upon deaf 
ears. By 1988, more than 60 percent of the population had been bom after Algeria’s 
independence. Civil society had already begun to resist the intrusive state, but this crisis 
pushed their loyalty to the limit. By now the populace was unimpressed by the FLN’s 
constant reminders of its role in the Algerian revolution. When the non-elite youth of the 
nation viewed the party, they saw the authoritative military and the bloated bureaucratic 
apparatus instead of the valiant revolutionaries and they were unimpressed by calls for 
shared sacrifice. 

1. The 1988 Riots 

Events reached a peak in October 1988. Upset at another round of price increases, 
and having no institutional channels of protest available, the populace of Algiers rioted for 
four straight days (October 26-30, 1988). Their targets were largely limited to 
government offices, foreign markets limited to elite patrons, and other symbols that 
represented FLN privilege. As Robert Mortimer notes, there is no clear evidence that any 
coherent social group organized the outburst. 19 Indeed, while some religious leaders did 
attempt to exploit the unrest for personal gain, the majority tried to calm the populace’s 
fear. To restore order, Benjedid declared a state of siege and call upon the army to 
resolve the situation; an action that produced two unforeseen consequences. 



* 9 Robert Mortimer. “Algeria after the Explosion.” Current History. (April, 1990) p. 164. 
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2 . 



The Military Response 



In its response, the military treated the riots as a military problem instead of a case 
of civil unrest. “Throughout the spree of violence, the security forces fired into the 
crowds, which remained composed mainly of teenagers, made arbitrary arrests, and 
tortured prisoners.” 20 Unofficial tallies place the death toll at 159 with hundreds more 
wounded and more than 3,000 arrested. 21 The cost to the state was equally severe. 
Government facilities suffered an estimated $250 million in damage. 22 The most 
advanced and economically important sections of Algiers lay in ruins, while the unwritten 
contract between the state and the people had been irrevocably canceled by the army’s 
harsh response. 

The actions also served to show the gaps that had developed between the political 
apparatus and the armed forces. The military as an institution was extremely upset at 
having to solve what it regarded as a crisis created by the ineptness of the constitution. 
They valued their roles as defenders of the revolution, and should the politicians fail to 
fulfill their part in the bureaucratic-political-army compact, the military would see to their 
replacement. Thus, when Benjedid announced his intent to seek liberalization in early 
November, it was not due to a desire to transform the state. The politicians found 



20 Ibid, p. 164. 

21 Ibid. 

22 Phillips, p. 3 
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themselves isolated from society and their own military allies. To ensure political 
supremacy, a new social compact had to be created. 

D. INTRA-ELITE MANEUVERING 

The October 1988 riots showed just how tenuous the link was between state and 
society. The factional conflict within the FLN led it to ignore or suppress the general 
populace until it was too late. However, crisis is a mix of danger and opportunity. While 
societal discontent threatened stability, it also offered a chance for the political wing to 
amass power at the expense of the party’s other factions. Although he publicly accepted 
responsibility for the state’s brutal reaction, Benjedid attempted to use the riots as a 
fulcrum to crush the bureaucrats and control the military. 

With his call for responsible government, Benjedid began by dismissing the 
underlings whom he could blame for the riots. However, it was soon apparent that these 
actions were less of an attempt to place responsibility than they were an attempt to purge 
the political opposition. The vast majority of these dismissals, including Prime Minister 
Mohammed Cerif Messadia, came from the party’s bureaucratic wing which was most 
opposed to political reform. 23 Indeed, although the military was equally responsible for 
the state’s harsh reactions, it was almost completely untouched by the purge. Although 
the army’s chief of internal security was fired, very few military leaders were disciplined. 
In city after city, the government held the bureaucratic apparatus responsible, while 
sparing the military co mma nders who had actually ordered the atrocities. Benjedid could 



23 Ibid, 185. 
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not afford to offend the military as an institution. He needed them to augment his voting 
bloc to negate the socially weakened but still politically viable bureaucratic faction. Thus 
temporarily granting the military a reprieve was a necessary cost in centralizing the state’s 
authority. 

1. Changes in State-Societal Relations 

At the same time Benjedid realized that the party would have to rebuild the linkage 
between itself and the society it purportedly represented. This would be a two pronged 
effort. The first step was an executive order pardoning and releasing all people arrested in 
the course of the riot. The second was the implementation of a series of political and 
economic reforms. In effect, “The experience of Gorbachev in the Soviet Union was 
about to be duplicated in North Africa’s largest and most powerful state. Perestroika 
would be achieved by the breakup and privatization of the vast majority of the large, 
inefficient state owned corporations, and the imposition of strict limitations on the party’s 
patronage network. Glasnost would come about with the end of the Mukhabarat , and the 
easement of state control of the media. 

These reforms also included a small but significant step in the state’s political 
transformation when Benjedid proposed legislation that increased the president’s power 
and made the Prime Minister accountable to the national assembly instead of the FLN. 
Since party membership had been required for all individuals seeking political office since 



2 4 John Entelis. “Preface.” State and Society in Algeria , John Entelis and Philip Naylor, ed. 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1992) p. xi. 
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1980, the latter might not have seemed a major change. The assembly would still be 
composed solely of FLN members and the Prime Minister would still be accountable to 
the same constituency. As Mortimer writes however, “The proposal shrewdly implied a 
shift from party to parliamentary rule that was responsive to the widespread discontent 
with the FLN. ”25 The FLN may have been the only party, but changing the rules would 
enhance Benjedid’s position after the elections; the parliament would no longer be subject 
to the traditional balance of power amongst the three wings of the party, and Benjedid 
would therefore be able to undertake additional reforms later. 

However, the restructuring of the party’s power-sharing structure meant the end to 
the carefully negotiated balance of power amongst its elites; a loss that they were not 
willing to accept. Legislation could be imposed, but the party bureaucracy would resist 
should changes fail to meet its expectations. Furthermore, the army was co-opted rather 
then controlled; when their institutional interests were threatened, the military would be an 
unreliable ally. The lack of enthusiastic support from the party factions meant the 
transformation lacked a stable political foundation. 

2. Changes to Intra-Elite Relations 

As the only candidate for the presidency, Benjedid easily won the 1989 presidential 
election. Upon its conclusion, he continued his efforts to alter Algeria’s political 
landscape. Instead of the decrepit arrangement amongst the factions of the FLN, he 
wanted a state led by the technocratic elites whatever their background. This required a 

25 Mortimer, “Algeria after the Explosion ” p. 164. 
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balanced market economy and a more inclusive political system. The iron triangle of 
party-bureaucracy-military which had governed Algeria for almost 30 years would have to 
be scrapped. The new arrangement would be the party’s technocrats, the military and the 
state’s emerging commercial interests. The party’s bureaucratic wing would be stripped 
of its patronage powers and left to wither away. 

The desired changes were so significant that they required a complete rewrite of 
the 1976 constitution; an action that could only be undertaken while the bureaucracy 
remained discredited by their authoritative response to the riots. It was time for the 
military to repay Benjedid for sparing them the worst effects of the purge. To guarantee 
their support prior to the elections, he appointed Kasdi Merbah to replace Mohammed 
Cerif Messadia as Prime Minister . Merbah had served as the head of military security 
under Boumedienne and previously held a number of political appointments under 
Benjedid. He had the full respect of the military. As long as Benjedid supported him, the 
politicians could count on the army’s votes. 

a. Reemergence of Military Political Awareness 

Co-opting the military as a political partner was a necessary but not 
desirable task for the politicians. Having emerged from its ranks following the death of 
Boumedienne, Benjedid was only too aware of the army’s strength - politically, econ- 
omically, and militarily. As a functioning wing of the FLN it had been instrumental in 
shaping the course of the country. Its generals held top political offices and as 
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demonstrated by the coup against Ben Bella in 1965, the army would seek to protect itself 
and the state from what it perceived to be self-serving politicians. 

However, the politicians had little choice. Although the populace had 

blessed Benjedid, the country’s legislation still flowed through the FLN. Without solid 

military support, Benjedid would be unable to accomplish anything. Quandt’s analysis of 

the FLN in 1965 still applied to the party structure in 1989. Much as Ben Bella became 

the first president because of disorganized opposition, Benjedid was able to enact his 

political reforms because of the high levels of factionalism. By co-opting key political 

allies and securing military votes, Benjedid could present a unified front to those that 

opposed his agenda. His was merely the strongest coalition. There was significant 

opposition to the proposals for political transformation, but factionalism and infighting 

prevented the party from organizing around an alternate leader. As Mortimer writes: 

Many of the same forces that had resisted the rewriting of the national charter 
now stood against the drift of Benjedid’s proposals for institutional reform . . . 

Before the party convention. Prune Minister Merbah had run into a similar road- 
block when he presented his government program to the FLN-controlled National 
Assembly; a block of deputies withheld approval more than a week . . . Although 
it was clear that there was opposition in the local party cells, there was no clear 
alternate leadership, especially insofar as Benjedid had been careful to line up the 
support of the large bloc of delegates from the military . . . the party officially gave 
its blessing. 2 ^ 



26 Ibid, p. 180. 
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With such a significant alteration of the political balance amongst elites, 
there would be consequences. Although the army had always played an important role in 
Algerian politics, the end of the iron triangle left it in a position where it would no longer 
be controlled by the politicians or the bureaucracy. By isolating the bureaucracy in his 
attempt to enact change, Benjedid ensured that the army would be Algeria’s power 
broker. Whichever faction it chose to support would succeed. 

Furthermore, while the military had always returned to barracks after 
defending the party and state from political threats, the new arrangement changed their 
institutional interests. They were now responsible to the state, not the party. If the 
politicians could not maintain stability, then the army would see to it that order reigned. 
Military leaders were tired of losing their prestige through internal police activities 
resulting from political incapacity. 

b. Enactment of the New Constitution 

Benjedid’ s new constitution was approved via national referendum in 
February 1989. Significant changes included the end of the state’s commitment to 
socialism, the allowance of political organizations independent of the FLN, and the 
strengthening of executive power. Furthermore, with the consolidation of the reforms the 
politicians felt they no longer needed to placate the military. The new constitution gave the 
military no special preferences. It even stripped the army of its title of ‘defender of the 
revolution’ which had been conferred upon the institution in 1962 in acknowledgment of 
its sacrifices against the French. Additionally, for the first time the military was to be 
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placed under the direct control of the nation’s civilian leadership. “The 1989 constitution 
. . . gave Benjedid some freedom from ideological constraints. At the some time, it 
opened Algerian politics in dramatic fashion.” 27 For the first time, the FLN would stand 
for election against other political organizations. 

3. The Rise of the Islamic Salvation Front 

Benjedid’s reforms gave Algeria the appearance of a nation on track for 
democracy, but it is important to remember that democracy was not the goal, it was 
merely a byproduct of his effort to enhance his position vis-a-vis the iron triangle. 

W innin g electoral victories in a system that provided open political competition could 
once again give the FLN a legitimate right to rule. Since the politicians were now in firm 
control of the party, Benjedid’s power would therefore be consolidated. The reality of the 
situation was that the party expected very little challenge to its rule; society was in a state 
of extreme discontent, but social interests were too diverse and factionalized for any one 
group to pose a challenge. The state reinforced these divisions by allowing more than 30 
different parties to register for the initial stab at democracy: regional and municipal 
elections scheduled for 1990. With this many groups the political wing of the FLN 
thought the protest vote would split in such a way that the new parties would cancel each 
other's votes. No matter how flawed the FLN’s internal workings, its organizational 
capacities were such that it would be guaranteed victory. 



27 Ibid, p. 180. 
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What they failed to consider however, was the challenge posed by the lumpen civil 

society that existed external of the state. While civil society was extremely diverse, one 

key factor cut across demographic lines to unite a significant percentage of the general 

populace - religion. Thus, when the FIS petitioned for the right to organize as a political 

party, it encountered little opposition. As Benjedid noted at the time: 

The activities of the Islamist party are submitted to precise rules. If they 
respect them, we cannot forbid them. We are Moslems and it is important 
for us to encourage Islam in its just conception, not the pseudo Islam of 
myths and extremism. If certain people do not look on this legalization 
kindly, that is their affair. For our part, it is not conceivable to apply 
democracy to communists and to deprive that which preaches spiritual 
belonging . . . Democracy cannot be selective. 2 ** 

Benjedid’ s politicians underestimated the power of religion because they thought 
that in a state where 99% of the population was Sunni Moslem, an organizational identity 
based upon religion would be redundant. Most parties, including the FLN, had Islamic 
devotion amongst their tenets. Additionally, the FIS was one of five parties organized 
directly around Islam. Thus, the government felt religion would offer no special 
advantage to one group over another. In fact, the reemergence of the religious devotion 
that the FIS represented could be used to help pacify the populace. Religion had helped to 
end the factional disputes the followed independence and Benjedid might have thought it 
could assist him during this transition period. 



2 ** Francois Burgat and William Dowell, The Islamic Movement in North Africa. (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1993) p. 74. 
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Ill this, Benjedid’s reformers committed their gravest error. Religion was a 
unifying factor in Algeria, but it benefited society, not the state. Indeed, during the FLN’s 
thirty year reign, state control of the media and the omnipresent secret police ensured that 
the mosques were the only channel of dissent. A clear example was the state’s attempt to 
ensure the loyalty of the religious establishment to the state. In the early 1970’s, the FLN 
declared that only Imams who had received the approval of the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs were to lead prayers. Society simply ignored the edict. People flocked to the 
equivalent of storefront churches where they could pray what they wanted instead of being 
limited to government approved clerics and texts. As the nation underwent massive 
urbanization during the 1970’s and 1980’s, the state found itself unable to furnish 
sufficient state-approved Imams. As a result, “The ‘Imam shortage’ opened the way for 
the independent Islamist movement which quickly moved in to fill the public arena. These 
unofficial Imans preached wherever they could find space and occupied official mosques in 
defiance of government legislation. ”29 As a result, Islam was a unifying factor amongst 
the opposition long before the 1988 riots. Much as Catholicism served help to unite 
Solidarity in Poland, Islam unified the opposition in Algeria. 

With its diverse base of support, the FIS quickly emerged as the FLN’s main 
opposition. It officially registered as a political party in September 1989, and quickly 
captured the support of those upset with the FLN’s autocratic rule. Its strength was first 
demonstrated in the nation’s first pluralistic election, held in March 1990. The election 

29 John Entelis. “Government in Algeria.” Area Handbook - Algeria, Grace Morton, ed. p. 208. 
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covered regional and city governments. Competing against more than 12 other parties, 
the FIS won control of a majority of the Willaya governorships, and the city councils in 
the major cities of Algiers and Oran, as well as a number of smaller towns. Although the 
FLN still controlled the national government, it was apparent that Benjedid’s plan had 
failed. 

4. Demise of the FLN 

The FIS’s victory in the 1990 elections spelled the be ginnin g of the end for the 
FLN. The party had bought off on Benjedid’s political reform because it would enhance 
FLN’s ability to rule. It had given little thought to the possibility that political competition 
would put it in danger of actually losing power. If the politicians could not find a way to 
maintain the party’s hegemony, the differences in opinion over whether to democratize, . 
and the methods employed by Benjedid’s reformers would split the party. 

Thus with little more than eighteen months before the democratic experiment was 
applied at the national level, the FLN began to alter the political landscape to suit its 
needs. Claiming that certain areas had previously been underrepresented, the politicians 
proposed to increase the number of seats in the national assembly from 295 to 542.30 The 
vast majority of increases would be located in the rural areas where the FLN felt it was 
stronger than the FIS. A second change was the implementation of the French-based two 
round voting system. If no candidate received an absolute majority in the first round, then 
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the top two candidates would compete against each other in a follow-on vote. The FLN 
presumed that in the national elections, when faced with a choice between the Islamists 
and themselves, such changes would force the populace to vote for the FLN instead of 
their preferred party. Thus, the FLN would be able to maintain its hold on power while 
gaining the legitimacy of the electoral process. These beliefs were supported by a 
government study in May 1991 that predicted that the FLN would have a majority in the 
assembly even if it received fewer popular votes that the FIS. The survey showed that 
with a predicted national vote of only 24 percent, the FLN would hold 244 seats while the 
FIS with a projected 33 percent would receive only 206 seats. 3 1 

However, the study was premature, and its methodology was flawed. It did not 
anticipate a strong societal reaction to these ‘reforms’ or a weakening of the coalitions 
that bound the FLN. Yet within the year both occurred. The general populace no longer 
blindly accepted the FLN’s decrees, and resulting backlash damaged the party as its 
various factions sought to shift blame onto each other in their attempts to protect 
institutional interests. 

a. Societal Withdrawal From the FLN 

When the FLN instituted these ‘reforms’ in 1990, it encountered a much 
more independent and skeptical society. Furthermore, the state’s previous political and 
social liberalization gave the populace channels to protest what they viewed as a clearly 
unjust use of the political system to benefit the FLN. Newspapers and the electronic 
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media openly criticized the government’s blatant abuse of power, and gave wide coverage 
to opposition leaders protesting the changes. Additionally, while the measure was 
designed to hinder the Islamists, the restrictions they placed upon secular parties made for 
a broad coalition aligned against the state. Movements as diverse as the Socialist Forces 
Front (FFS), and the Movement for a Democratic Algeria (MDA) joined the FIS in 
condemning the changes, and calling for a return to the electoral process agreed to in the 
1990 constitution. 

When political protests failed to yield tangible results, the leadership of the 
FIS decided that a demonstration of Algeria’s new balance of power was in order. While 
the FLN still held the national posts, the FIS had built much stronger societal ties through 
the unexciting but extremely important administrative positions won in the 1990 elections. 
Six months before the elections, the FIS encouraged the populace to once again return to 
the streets in protest by calling for a general strike to protest the FLN’s actions in May 
1991. 

While it had been slow to respond to the 1988 riots, the national 
government did not hesitate to quickly intervene this time. Within hours of the first 
demonstration in Algiers, Benjedid declared martial law and called upon the army to break 
up the assemblies. The army responded with violence similar to that employed in 1988, 
killing dozens and arresting thousands. Amongst the latter’s numbers were the FIS’ top 
political leaders including Chairman Abassi Madani and Vice Chairman Ah Benhadj. 

Since the state was under martial law, the government was able to bypass the judicial 
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system, and quickly tried the men before a military tribunal. Despite their claim that they 
had a valid permit from the FIS controlled city council, the military declared the Algiers 
demonstration to be illegal and sentenced Abassi Madani and Ah Benhadj, the party’s top 
leaders, to 12 years in prison for inciting a riot. 

b. Loss of Military Support 

On the political front, while Benjedid had publicly accepted responsibility 
for the 1988 riots, this time he sought to place the blame squarely upon the backs of the 
party apparatus and the military. With regard to his security, this was not a wise move, 
because it enhanced the growing split between Benjedid’s political wing and its military 
allies. The military leadership was already upset with Benjedid by the dismissal of their 
patron Kasdah Merbah, after a mere six months as Prime Minister. They demanded the 
resignation of Merbah’s successor, Mouland Hamrouche, one of Benjedid’s key allies 
from the party’s political wing. For his replacement, the military ‘recommended’ Sid 
Ghozali, a former military officer who had held a number of significant posts under 
Boumedienne during the 1970’s. 

Furthermore, while the military had accepted some institutional culpability 
for the 1988 riots, it held the politicians responsible for these demonstrations. By the 
time of the May 1991 protests, the FLN’s central committee no longer included any 
military officers. 32 In fact, following Merbah’s replacement as Prime Minster, the 
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military’s top leadership began to resign from the party. The preservation of the army as 
an institution was more important than the preservation of the party. Thus, when the army 
was called out for the second time in three years to suppress civil unrest on the behalf of 
the state, there was a great deal of resentment at the loss of institutional integrity that it 
suffered due to the failures of corrupt politicians. The riots were the final straw for the 
military; Benjedid’s politicians would have to succeed or fail by themselves. His coalition 
dissolved, and the military could no longer be considered a reliable ally. 

E. THE DISSOLUTION OF THE STATE 

In fight of societal unrest, the government postponed the elections, originally 
scheduled for June 1991, until December. With the nation under a state of siege, 
campaigning was muted. Indeed, political parties were not allowed to publish their 
pamphlets for the first three months of the campaign. Furthermore, the government felt 
that the arrest and conviction of Madani and Benhadj would lead to the disintegration of 
the FIS. The government almost received its wish. Racked by internal divisions, the FIS 
only decided to participate in the election twelve days before the December 26 vote. 33 In 
fight of the FIS’ perceived weakness, the government saw no reason to force the 
government to delay elections again. 

The results surprised both sides. In the first round the FIS won 188 seats outright, 
while the FLN won a mere 16 seats, and in fact placed an ignominious third behind the 
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FFS which garnered 25 seats. If the FIS won 28 seats in the second round of elections 
scheduled for early January, they would be able to rule outright. Since the FIS had a 
candidate in nearly every run-off, its parliamentary majority appeared to be a foregone 
conclusion. 

1. The Military as Power-Broker 

Benjedid’s restructuring of the FLN’s power structure now worked against his 
interests. He had destroyed the bureaucratic wing of the party, while the military had 
resigned from the party, and was proving to be an unwilling and untrustworthy ally. Since 
the FLN’s technocratic faction had performed so miserably in the national elections, 
Benjedid would have to accommodate the Islamists to remain in power. As Yahia Zoubir 
writes, it was this action that led to the military’s seizure of power. “Benjedid’s behind- 
the-scenes dealings with the FIS prompted the military to cancel the electoral process just 
five days before the second ballot. The military could no longer endure the maneuvering 
of Benjedid, the FIS and some factions of the FLN.” 34 Political accommodation of the 
Islamists posed a direct threat to the military. They felt the technocrats were trying to 
make a deal that benefited their desires instead of Algeria’s needs. The result would be a 
reduction in the military’s political autonomy and political capacity. If the generals 
waited to see how the Islamists might govern, the military might be weakened to the point 
where it would not be able to maintain order when the government failed again. 
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On January 1 1, 1992 the military forced Benjedid to dissolve the national 

assembly, and then resign his position. The result of these maneuvers was the negation of 

any lawful succession under constitutional law; the speaker of the assembly could not fill 

Benjedid’s position, because the dissolution of the assembly meant the termination of the 

office. In the place of constitutional rule, the military instituted a five member High 

Security Council (HCE). Although the military as an institution would play a major role in 

the policies formulated by this group, it preferred to operate behind the scenes where its 

institutional autonomy and integrity were less likely to be questioned. As a result, one of 

the military’s first acts was to invite Mohammed Boudiaf back from his self-imposed exile 

to lead the government. Boudiaf had been one of the nine original members of the FLN, 

but had broken with the party during the first year of independence for a twenty-six year 

self imposed exile in Morocco. The military felt his background and integrity would give 

their policies a great deal of social legitimacy, helping them to win the hearts and minds of 

those sectors of the population that had been ambivalent toward an Islamist government. 

However, while Boudiaf had certainly sacrificed for his beliefs, his selection did not 

necessary mean a continuation of Algeria’s political transformation. Instead: 

[Boudiaf s] itinerary was at once his strength and weakness, for despite his 
reputation for political integrity, his long absence left him without a powerbase 
in Algeria. He gambled that he could steer the country between the dual shoals 
of the old FLN order and the new Islamism while averting a complete takeover 
by the army. He believed he could rally a ‘silent majority’ behind his own 
conception of a grand patriotic secular party. ^ 
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Boudiaf s actions served to demonstrate that he would not be a front man for the 



military’s policies. He did not support the army’s authoritarian plan any more than he had 
Ben Bella’s agenda in the 1960s. Instead he called for, “The termination of prerogatives 
enjoyed by the FLN in order to weaken the attraction of the FIS whose political program 
was focused on the privileges accumulated by the FLN regime.”^ 

2. Militarization of the Regime 

Boudiaf s refusal to comply with the army’s draconian crackdown made him a 
liability instead of an asset. He may have criticized the Islamists use of the mosques for 
political purposes, but his refusal to ban them from the political process was unacceptable. 
Additionally, he demanded that the military undertake a number of confidence-building 
efforts to reassure the populace of the government’s intentions. For starters, he felt the 
government should close the detention camps where Islamists had been detained without 
trial since the coup, and the FIS’s political leadership should be released to participate in a 
dialogue of national reconciliation amongst the nation’s political parties. 

Less than six months after he returned, Boudiaf was assassinated by a member of 
his security detail. Despite the fact that these individuals were selected from amongst the 
army’s best officers, a subsequent military investigation blamed ‘radical Islamists’ for his 
death. However, with regard to domestic political opinion, the military’s investigation 
raised more questions than answers, suggesting that the army was the source of Boudiaf s 
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end.^ 7 Subsequent to his death, the military declared that the country’s deteriorating 
security situation necessitated a two year state of emergency. If Boudiaf could not help 
the military when he was alive, perhaps his corpse could do better. 

3. The Rise of Political Violence 

With the military-backed government intent upon suppression instead of 
reconciliation, it was not long before the political impasse led to a military struggle. With 
Boudiaf dead, there was no place for moderates within the government. Meanwhile, the 
abrogation of the elections severely discredited the Islamic movement’s politicians. The 
cleavage between the two groups threatened to tear the state apart. Rapid social decay 
means the disintegration of the trust that binds a society together. The previously united 
civil society began to fragment along associational lines. Dissident groups not only 
distrusted each other as much as they distrusted the military and the Islamists. In such an 
environment, political compromise would be extremely difficult. 

With regard to the Islamists, military suppression severely hindered its ability to 
function as a front. Previously, it had maintained the coalition by providing a balanced 
leadership; Madani represented the moderates while Benhadj spoke for the radicals. With 
both leaders held incommunicado by the military, there was little that could be done to 
prevent it from fragmenting. The moderates wanted to use the legitimacy of their 
electoral victory to persuade the international community to bring pressure on the military 
regime to reach a settlement with the FIS. Meanwhile the radical wing, which had 

3 7 Mortimer. “Islamists, Soldiers and Democrats: The Second Algerian War.” p. 27. 
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opposed submitting Islam to the electoral process in the first place, declared Jihad and 
began to attack government facilities in the same way their fathers and grandfathers had 
30 years earlier. 
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m. POLITICAL ISLAM IN ALGERIA 



The West has been hesitant to support the FIS’s claim to power due to fear 
of what an Islamic Algeria would mean for regional stability and European security 
needs. Are these fears based upon the specific agenda put forth by the FIS, or a 
general misunderstanding of political Islam? This chapter will show the differences 
amongst Islamic groups in Algeria, and demonstrate that the FIS was the moderate wing 
of Islamic resistance. The suppression of this political movement was responsible for the 
emergence of the radicals and the start of the ongoing civil conflict. 

Since the Iranian revolution, the international community has had a difficult 
time accepting any Islamic-based political movement. In general, no matter how 
corrupt the regime, the West has been willing to back secular authoritarianism over 
religious plurality. There is a widely held perception that Islamic revivalism is 
counter to Western interests and culture, and thus a threat to be opposed. As John 
Esposito, the director of Georgetown University’s Center for Christian-Islamic 
Understanding, notes: 

The easy path is to view Islam and Islamic revivalism as a threat - to posit 
a global Pan-Islamic threat, monolithic in nature, a historic enemy whose 
faith and agenda are diametrically opposed to the West. . . .Just as simply 
perceiving the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe through the prism of the 
‘evil empire’ had its costs, so too the tendency of American adminstrations 
and the media to equate Islam and Islamic activism with Qaddafi/Khomem 
and thus with radicalism, terrorism, and anti-Americanism had seriously 
hampered our understanding and conditioned our responses . ^ 
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Judging all of Islam by the actions of a few select groups would be the equivalent of 
judging American culture on the basis of the Unabomber and the Freemen. The world- 
wide Islamic revival is not monolithic, and in many cases is quite compatible with Western 
interests. In fact, As John Entelis notes, “Most Islamic movements have moved toward a 
more popular, pluralistic political stance, champion democratization, human rights and 
economic reform. . . .To varying degrees . . .all have emphasized change not through 
force. . .but through the political and social transformation of society. ”3 9 

In Algeria’s case, the Algerian military and their French allies have been very 
effective at portraying the Islamic insurgency as the second co min g of the Iranian 
revolution. By doing so, they hope to prevent the movement from receiving any 
significant political support from the West. This is a good tactical move, but prior to the 
military coup there were few indications that Algeria’s Islamists had a radical agenda that 
threatened the West. Islamic revivalism in Algeria offered little danger of a second Iran. 
There is a world of difference between the Sunni nationalism found in Algeria and the 
Shiite revolution found in Iran. Accepting the Algerian military’s viewpoint prima facie 
not only does a disservice to the Islamic movement in Algeria, it produces faulty policy in 
the West. The reality is that there are a number of significant differences between the 
various Islamic revivals underway today. The FIS never sought to recreate Iran. 
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Understanding what the movement was, and what power it retains today is crucial in 
determining what role it could play in Algeria’s future. 

A. POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 

While the FIS was not completely inclusive, it is important to remember that it was 
a front, instead of a pure political party. Under the general organizational banner of Islam, 
it was able to assimilate a number of extremely diverse interests. Members included radical 
militants, educated elites, and Algeria’s emerging commercial class. At all times the FIS 
was many things to many people. As a result, it was easy for Western analysts to point to 
the rhetoric of the radical elements and claim that the movement posed a direct threat to 
Western interests. However, while the FIS could not control the behavior of every faction 
claiming membership, closer examination reveals that there was a solid consensus on key 
issues amongst those in the political center. Furthermore, the odds were that this group of 
Western educated moderates would have been able to control the party’s actions. 

1. Leadership 

While analysts quote religious extremists to hype the threat, the reality is that 
Algeria’s democratic transition had more in common with the third wave transitions of 
Eastern Europe than with the violent revolution of Iran.40 While Iran’s turmoil resulted 
from a religious-based backlash against rapid modernization, the Algerian crisis was 
prompted by an advanced civil society’s withdrawal of support for an authoritarian state. 
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